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A heathen, consumably – but not, I hope, an unenlightened one.
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Overture


Philosophy was invented by pagans. Or to be more precise: it was invented by people who lived in pagan societies, many centuries before the foundation of the great monotheist religions of the Western world.


Yet most people do not associate the word ‘pagan’ with philosophy. The word began as a straightforward Roman Latin word for a villager, a paganus, a person who lived in a countryside district, a pagus, instead of in a city. We still get the word ‘pagaent’, from this root; it refers to a folkish theatrical performance associated with special times of year. A related word, ‘heathen’, began in roughly the same era, and referred to a civilian, a person not enrolled in the army, although it sometimes also referred to a poorly armed peasant-soldier. The modern word peasant comes from the same source. After the advent of Christianity, both words began to designate people who had not (yet) accepted Christianity. So, the association of pagan with a country dweller was natural perhaps, since the Christian message was first preached in cities, and then spread to the countryside later on. It may also have referred to a ‘civilian’ in the sense of someone who is not a Christian missionary, not a ‘soldier for Christ’. (York, Pagan Theology, pg. 6) From there, both words eventually took on the association with ignorance and foolishness, as well as superstition, malicious magic, and evil. Actually, the exact origin of the word pagan is a point of some dispute, even inside the modern pagan community.


Today, despite efforts to raise the word to respectability, it is still regularly used as a term of abuse. It accuses someone of being a superstitious, unenlightened, or backwards person, or of practicing magic with fell purpose. Most especially, the word ‘pagan’ is associated with idolatry, that is, the worship of false gods, such as those which Old Testament writers warned against: the sun and moon and stars, and various animal and human characters represented in figures of wood and stone. (c.f. Deuteronomy 4:15-24) The worship of such beings is specifically outlawed by the Second of the Ten Commandments.


But suppose we took the word in its simplest definition: a person whose religion is not Abrahamic; that is, a person whose religion is not Judaism, Christianity, or Islam. And suppose we limited this definition to the nations of the ‘West’, and their predecessor societies in Europe and the Mediterranean, just to keep things simple. What sort of people remain? In fact we do not find that everyone who could be classified as a pagan this way is an ignorant village idiot who fearfully gives offerings to malevolent gods, or who schemes to curse his enemies in the middle of the night. Instead, we find the people who built grand monuments like the Acropolis of Athens, Stonehenge, Newgrange, and the Pyramids of Egypt. We find the people who built complex astronomical instruments like the Antikythera Mechanism, the Nebra Sky Disk, and the Berlin Gold Hat. We find poets and scientists and literary intellectuals of every kind, especially including those who wrote some of the most important and influential books in all of Western history. Homer, Hesiod, Plato, Aristotle, and Cicero, just to name a few, are listed among the greatest writers in all Western civilization. And they all lived in pagan societies. We also find some of the greatest political and military leaders of all time: Alexander the Great, Pericles of Athens, Hannibal of Carthage, and Julius Caesar of Rome. These men were all pagans, or else living in a pagan society. Some took themselves for living pagan gods. And speaking of pagan societies: some of today’s highest social and political values, like democracy, secular republican government, freedom of speech, and trial by jury, were invented by pagans. Even the Olympic Games were invented by pagans. Yet these facts are almost always ignored when people study the origins of Western civilization.


My full purpose in this book, however, is not simply, nor only, to draw attention to this often neglected and perhaps uncomfortable fact. It is also to examine what, if anything, is a distinctly pagan kind of philosophical thinking. It is to show that a pagan need not be an ignorant uncivilized person. I hope to show that a pagan can be a sophisticated, cosmopolitan, and enlightened person, and that a pagan culture can be artistically vibrant, environmentally conscious, intellectually stimulating, and socially just.


§ 1. Philosophy


To zoom in on what we’re looking for more precisely, it’s worth-while to consider just what philosophy is, as an intellectual discipline, and also what it is not. Let us be clear from the beginning: philosophy does not mean having a certain ‘mindset’ (I hate that word). It does not mean that one must hold one particular belief about the meaning of life, or the nature of morality, or some such, instead of another. Someone who quotes a common saying, or a witty line from a pop song or a movie, and then says, ‘That’s my philosophy,’ is simply not doing the work. Philosophy is both more complex and more simple than that.


Still, the question ‘what is philosophy?’ can be a surprisingly difficult one to answer. For the question itself is a philosophical one. To help understand this, let me take you to the ancient Mediterranean world, after the rise of the great city-states of the region, but before the invention of philosophy as we know it today.


At that time, and in that part of the world, the most important source of knowledge about the most important questions in human life was a religious institution called the Pythian Oracle of Delphi. The Oracle lived in a temple complex near the top of Mount Parnassus, in the middle of Greece. In the main temple, a priestess would sit on a tripod stool and perform a religious ritual which, people believed, would put her into direct communication with the god Apollo. If you wanted to know about almost anything that was important to you, from practical questions about marriage or business deals, to the most abstract questions about the meaning of life, you could visit this priestess and pose your questions directly to Apollo himself. What better source of knowledge could there be than a god!


Petitioners had to undergo a ritual of their own in order to prepare themselves for their visit to the Oracle. The first major part of this ritual was the pilgrimage to Delphi itself. The second began when the petitioner arrived at the temple. There he would undergo various purifications, make offerings to the gods (and financial donations to the temple!), and consult with the priests to frame his question as best he could. It seems likely that this second part was in some way informed or inspired by the various proverbs carved over the entrance arches to the temple, several of which have been recorded for us by various writers. The most famous one is the first one: Gnothi seautón – know yourself. For many centuries thereafter, including well into our own modern time, this statement has served as the definitive motto of religious and spiritual seeking. Not that there is necessarily much consensus about what it means, of course! Polytheists, monotheists, atheists, and people who simply call themselves amorphously ‘spiritual’ all claim to follow it for their own purposes. The Gospel of Thomas reports that Jesus used this motto in his teachings as well. (The Gospel of Thomas, §3, as cited in Barnstone and Meyer, eds. The Gnostic Bible, pg. 45) But let us say in general that the statement ‘know yourself’ expresses a basic ethical demand to examine one’s own character and habits and nature carefully and honestly, avoiding all fabrications and lies. The differences in opinion about the meaning of the statement tend to appear in different claims about what one can expect to find in that self-examination. Let us also add that since the statement is carved into the stones of the most important temple of its time, it may have the force of a scripture, that is, a divine revelation cast into written words.


This basic ethical demand, know yourself, is to my mind the first stirring of the philosophical impulse. For self-knowledge is not like ordinary, practical knowledge. Someone who examines himself will chop wood and carry water the same way as someone else who doesn’t. Yet self-knowledge puts into question something you are probably inclined to take for granted, namely, your own existence, your identity, your being. The very words of the statement presuppose that the self is something that can be known. Yet the statement is phrased in the imperative – as an ethical command – and therefore it also presupposes that you can be ignorant about yourself. You can go through life not knowing who you are, and you must find out who you are. (Such an interesting and thought-provoking proposition – that a human being can be a mystery to herself!) That kind of knowledge can benefit every area of your life. Yet there’s something special and spiritual about it, apart from any practical usefulness it may have. For self knowledge heals, enlightens, and empowers – and sometimes, it judges and condemns. The seeking of self-knowledge lifts the self up from the practical life and into the realm of the very highest and deepest things. It’s fitting, perhaps, that someone must undertake this kind of soul-searching and self-seeking before being allowed into the presence of the god. And the philosophical theme of self-examination echoes down the ages, in the works of thinkers who couldn’t be more different from each other, from Socrates to Nietzsche, from Plato to Sartre.


Several other mottos were carved into the stones of Delphi. A second, also widely credited to the god Apollo himself, is medén ágan –nothing in excess. Like the first motto, this one expresses an ethical demand, but this time a rather more practical one: it calls for the virtue of temperance. In its original meaning, temperance had to do with the use and regulation of one’s emotions, especially one’s taste for bodily pleasures like food, drink, and sex. It calls upon the seeker to guide his life not with instinct, intuition, or emotional intensity, but instead with calm and sober rationality. Many people today associate temperance with the suppression or the denial of the emotions, or with abstinence from things like alcohol. But that’s not it at all. The idea is that one must learn to enjoy the pleasures of embodied life without becoming addicted to them. The Greeks knew that intensity of passion could be both a benefit to you, and at the same time a profound liability. So, temperance allows people to enjoy the pleasures of the flesh, but without becoming a slave to them. This insight, expressed in the second Delphic motto, is also a stirring of the philosophical spirit. And again, it is appropriate preparation for an encounter with a god like Apollo, the god of high culture and civilization.


But once we are properly prepared like this, what happens when we enter the holy of holies, and meet the Oracle herself? We find that her tripod stool stands directly above a fissure in the floor, from which strange vapors waft into the air. The priestess ascends her throne, breathes in these vapors, invokes the god, and speaks. What does she say? Gibberish, mostly. For she is in a mild drug-induced trance, and so she is no longer herself, and no longer in complete control of her own mind. Her ramblings are translated by the priests who sit around her throne in a circle; sometimes they turn her gibberish into poetry. And this they offer to the petitioner as the god’s answer to the question.


Alas, here in the holy of holies, the spirit of philosophy has not yet appeared. For we are relying upon a divine communication to answer our questions. Not that the gods cannot be wise. But the point of a philosophical spirit is to rely primarily upon one’s own thinking. The philosophical spirit is not satisfied to simply accept what it is told, no matter how much prestige the teller seems to have. This is true even if the teller is a god. The philosophical spirit looks within itself, regards the world with wonder but also with curiosity and skepticism. It poses serious questions, and makes a serious attempt to find answers. Nor does it settle for the quick and easy answer, unless it is also the best answer.


Now philosophy is not science, not social science, not religion, not poetry, and not theology. But it overlaps with all those disciplines. We could define it in terms of the Greek roots of the word: the philia of the sophia, the love of wisdom, the friend of knowledge. But that might not be fully satisfying, because we might not know what love is, or what wisdom or knowledge are, or what it means to be a friend. Even among professional philosophers there is disagreement about the meaning of their own discipline. I define philosophy as the investigation of the highest and deepest questions by means of systematic critical reason. But my definition is not the only one, and perhaps not even the best one. Here’s how British philosopher Bertrand Russell defined it:




Philosophy, as I shall understand the word, is something intermediate between theology and science. Like theology, it consists of speculation on matters as to which definite knowledge has, so far, been unascertainable; but like science, it appeals to human reason rather than to authority, whether that of tradition or that of revelation. All definite knowledge – so I should contend – belongs to science; all dogma as to what surpasses definite knowledge belongs to theology. But between theology and science there is a No Man’s Land, exposed to attack from both sides; this No Man’s Land is philosophy. (Russell, History of Western Philosophy, pg. 13)





Russell then presents a long list of typical philosophical questions, such as questions about the nature of the world, or human life, or the cosmos, or the soul. Then he finishes with this thought:




To such questions no answer can be found in the laboratory. Theologies have professed to give answers, all too definite; but their very definiteness causes modern minds to view them with suspicion. The studying of these questions, if not the answering of them, is the business of philosophy. (Russell, ibid, pg. 13-4)





Russell was, of course, a committed atheist, and probably can’t be expected to say all that many kind words about theology. However, suppose we took at face value the idea that philosophy occupies a middle ground between theology and science. I think he means that philosophy seeks answers to the ultimate questions about ‘life, the universe, and everything’, like a theologian, but uses systematic critical reason to do so, like a scientist. Philosophy is the study of what is a priori about the highest and deepest things. Imagine a scientist doing a theologian’s work: that is the way of a philosopher.


We can also define the philosopher as Friedrich Nietzsche did: ‘a terrible explosive, endangering everything…’ (Nietzsche, Ecce Homo, III.2.3) And this is because philosophers often have the most inconvenient habit of questioning everything – yes I mean everything – and putting all of our beliefs on the table for close examination. She exposes the inconsistencies, irrationalities, and the plain silliness, which often dominates people’s thinking. She will not let you believe the gratifying lie, or the comfortable illusion. She doesn’t care if you feel ‘invalidated’ by her work. She taps on your thoughts and beliefs with tuning-hammers to hear which ones resonate sweetly and which ones jar with discordant noise. That’s what Nietzsche meant by ‘How to Philosophize With A Hammer.’ The philosopher lays out your very soul on a medical table, prepped and ready for exploratory surgery, and finds out what’s really in there. And then she cuts out the conceptual tumors and epistemic infections that you did not know you had. And this is painful, let there be no doubt. People hate it, when it’s done to them by others. No one likes to havetheir deepest and most intimately treasured beliefs questioned, doubted, criticized, or even identified as crap and thrown out with the trash. But in the long game, this is healthier and better for you. No one is served or benefitted by believing in false or faulty ideas. So a philosopher who is good at her job is not necessarily a ‘safe’ person to hang around. But at the same time, if she is good at her job, then she will have healed you of your faulty beliefs and dispelled your ignorance, and you will be better off, and you will thank her for it.


§ 2. Pagan philosophy?


Is there such a thing as a pagan philosophy? Our question is thus something like this: if we set aside the ideas of the Western world that are not obviously Abrahamic, then what remains? Or, to put it another way: if there is a philosophical or spiritual idea in the Western tradition which is not clearly Abrahamic, then what kind of an idea is it? And must it be defined by what it is not, or can it be defined for what it is? Let us see if we can understand it in terms of own qualities, whether they be merits or flaws. Here are some of the places where I will look for an answer.




•  Writers who professed to be pagans.


•  Writers who lived in pagan societies.


•  Writers who professed ideas that they characterized as pagan ideas.


•  Writers whose ideas influenced the present-day pagan movement.


•  Writers who attempted to synthesize pagan ideas with mainstream Abrahamic ideas, or secular ideas.


•  Writers who sought philosophical and spiritual truths in real or imagined ancient pagan civilizations.


•  Finally, writers attacked as ‘pagans’ by their opponents.





A study like this may take us to people who might not consider themselves pagans, and who might be horrified to be included in a study like this one. But while many, perhaps most, of the philosophers to be studied here would not think of themselves as pagans, nonetheless I’ve included them here because they had pagan thoughts, at least for a while. There are many more writers who fit that criteria who I could have included here; I’ve chosen the ones who seem to me the most outstanding and influential.


The last criteria on this list, although easy to use, is also notoriously frustrating. For sometimes people use the word ‘pagan’ to mean something threatening and dangerous but otherwise imprecise and vague. In June of 2009, for instance, the American politician Newt Gingrich told an assembly of churchgoers in Virginia, ‘I think this is one of the most critical moments in American history. We are living in a period where we are surrounded by paganism.’ (Nicholas Graham, ‘Newt Gingrich: Americans ‘Are Surrounded by Paganism” The Huffington Post, 7 June 2009) It’s likely he was thinking of atheists, Catholics, Mormons, and a host of other people who certainly don’t think of themselves as pagans. But what this offhand remark does tell us is that, at minimum, paganism is that which isn’t Christian – or, in Gingrich’s case, it’s that which isn’t his kind of Christianity. For our purposes, that definition is too broad, and too much determi-natio est negatio –that is to say, paganism is defined by what it is not. If that was all we had to go with, then the search for a pagan philosophy would be over before it began.


But let us not give up too soon. There might not be a systematic and definitive category which clearly and unambiguously shows what is and what isn’t a pagan way to think. But, as I hope to show, there are a cluster of ideas and arguments which bear a certain ‘family resemblance’ to each other, to borrow Wittgenstein’s term. These ideas have almost nothing to do with ritual, or spellcraft, or magic. But they have a lot to do with reality, truth, nature, art, beauty, knowledge, the gods, right and wrong, life and death, fate and freedom, and the ultimate destiny of the soul, and other similar themes besides. In other words, they have to do with all the major themes of philosophy. And they have to do with taking a certain kind of stand toward those themes, and embodying a kind of world view, and living one’s life in a certain way. Writers inside the contemporary pagan community offer various descriptions of what that world view is like. In 1979, pagan writer and NPR journalist Margot Adler wrote that paganism means animism, pantheism, and polytheism. (Adler, Drawing Down the Moon, pg. 25) This is the simplest definition I’ve ever seen, and I think probably the most frequently quoted. More recent research conducted by theologian Christine Hoff Kraemer produced a slightly longer list of pagan religious concepts: pantheism, panentheism, animism, polytheism, ecotheology, ritual practice, personal gnosis, magic(k), virtue ethics, and pluralism. (Kraemer, Seeking the Mystery, from the introduction to the e-book edition) Theologian Michael York wrote that we probably cannot create a definitive list of what ideas count as pagan. ‘At best,’ he said,




…we can determine a range of possibilities that we might expect to find in any bona fide pagan example. These include polytheism, animism, idolatry, corpospirituality, local emphasis, recognitions of geosacred concentrations, perceptions of soul duality, and either nature worship or nature as chief metaphorical register expressive of the divine. If paganism is humanistic in essence, it is simultaneously never far from exalting the natural cycle of birth-death-rebirth. (York, Pagan Theology, pg. 13)





By the way, this strange word, corpospirituality, which I’ve never seen elsewhere, apparently means the spirituality which holds that things of the embodied world, like the earth, or the human body, are spiritually valuable, a source of spiritual knowledge and blessing in their own right. (Why he didn’t just say ‘pantheism’, I don’t know.)


There are also a few writers from outside the pagan community who treat the word with respect, although such treatments emphasize pagan moral and political values rather than pagan religious concepts. British journalist Cole Moreton, reporting on how pagan ideas in Britain were becoming more and more mainstream, wrote that, ‘Everyone’s a pagan now’:




All you have to believe to be a pagan… is that each of us has the right to follow our own path (as long as it harms no-one else); that the higher power (or powers) exists; and that nature is to be venerated. If you asked everyone in Britain if they agreed with those three statements, millions would put their hands up. At its loosest, paganism is beginning to look like our new national faith. (Cole Moreton, ‘Everyone’s a pagan now’, The Guardian, 22 June 2009)





Moreton also observed that in Britain there are a quarter of a million practicing pagans, which makes for more pagans in Britain than Buddhists, and almost as many pagans as Jews.


Here’s a final example. American journalist Robert D. Kaplan, in Warrior Politics: Why Leadership Demands a Pagan Ethos (2003), described pagan ethics as public rather than private, requiring self-interest rather than self-sacrifice, and concerned with ‘manly vigor, that is, but usually in the pursuit of the general good. [Pagan] Virtue presupposes ambition, but not only for the sake of personal advancement.’ (pg. 55) And these virtues, he said, are necessary for contemporary politicians, especially in the field of international relations. Therefore Kaplan treated writers like Niccolò Machiavelli, and Sun Tzu, as pagan writers. So, as I surveyed the whole of Western intellectual history from ancient Greece to the end of the twentieth century, I looked for, and found, ideas like those ones. But I found much more besides, as you shall see in the pages to come.


It is reasonable to ask: is a project like this one possible? Can one speak of a history of pagan thought, as one can speak of a history of, say, Christian theology, or German romanticism, or American pragmatism? Many to whom I described this project said that it is impossible. There has not historically been a continuous pagan community, or continuous pagan intellectual tradition, or the like, which lasted long enough to permit the development, evolution, or even the mere transmission, of pagan ideas. When I point out the proposition with which this overture began, that philosophy (in the Western world anyway), was invented by pagans, it is often replied that those ideas were ‘not truly pagan’ because they were associated with people in organized urban civilizations, or because their ideas were too easily assimilated into Christianity. ‘And anyway,’ said one associate of mine at a formal academic reception, ‘doesn’t the word pagan inherently mean someone who is uncivilized and uneducated, and therefore by definition couldn’t be a philosopher?’ I pointed out how much this sounded like the fallacy of question-begging, and I pointed out how many well-respected Greek and Roman philosophers invoked pagan gods by name right in their books. Indeed, Socrates himself invoked the pagan god Asclepius in his dying breath! My associate laughed, and then excused himself to find more wine.


Philosophy might also seem to lean away from paganism, and away from religion in general, for other reasons. A passage in one of the letters of St Paul advises believers to avoid philosophers. (Colossians 2:8) The Biblical definition of faith itself, which appears in the letter of Paul to the Hebrews, states that faith is the belief in something without evidence, without rational argument, without logical support: ‘Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.’ (Hebrews 11:1) But there does not need to be a strict dichotomy between the religious spirit and the philosophical. For one thing, it’s easy to see how those two mottos at Delphi can be important for both religious and philosophical streams of thought. Furthermore, back in the Roman Empire, as observed by historian James Rives, ‘philosophy’ was one of the four main ways that people were religious. (The other three were cult, myth, and art.) This is partly because philosophy involved contemplation of the nature of the gods and of ‘the divine’ in general. Philosophy did not offer new rituals to perform, nor spells to cast, nor did it ‘worship’ the gods in the usual sense of that word. Rather, philosophy offered:




…an integrated way of life in which one’s moral values and everyday behavior was grounded in a particular view of the cosmos and of its relationship to human life. In modern Western culture, philosophy is often regarded as an abstract intellectual pursuit, remote from and often irrelevant to people’s actual lives. In Graeco-Roman antiquity the situation was very different: ‘philosophy’ would for many people have suggested first and foremost a whole way of life. (Rives, Religion in the Roman Empire, pg. 40)





That, according to Rives, was what ancient philosophers did for religion, which cult, myth, and art, could not do. (Those other modes of religion were intended to provoke mystical feelings, or to secure the favor of the gods for one’s endeavors.) And, as teachers of a way of life, philosophers could compete with seers, diviners, priests, mystics, and the like, on an equal footing. Successful philosophers in the Roman era opened their own schools and made a comfortable living from their students’ tuition fees, and from donations from wealthy patrons. Rives notes that very successful philosophers like Apuleius and Dio Crysostom, ‘were celebrities who could attract large crowds to their lectures and command sizable fees for their appearances.’ (Rives, ibid, pg. 40) Aristocratic families in Rome sometimes hired a household philosopher, who served as the family’s educator, spiritual advisor, and ‘life coach’, and sometimes as intermediary in political or commercial negotiations. And the philosophers themselves often thought these jobs quite prestigious; at any rate, they often paid very well. (Liebeschuetz, Continuity and Change in Roman Religion, pp. 112-133)


One might ask, what did this philosophical way of life look like? Judging by the utterances of the philosophers who promoted it, it involved peace of mind, inner harmony, a way of thinking and living that enabled people to lead worthwhile and meaningful lives, no matter what their circumstance or situation. This is exemplified, of course, in Socrates’ famous statement that ‘The unexamined life is not worth living.’ Numerous other philosophers have made similar bold claims about the benefit of philosophical thinking. Here’s one from Cicero that is typical of the genre: ‘Philosophy will ensure that the man who has obeyed its laws shall never fail to be armed against all the hazards of fortune: that he shall possess and control, within his own self, every possible guarantee for a satisfactory and happy life.’ (Cicero, Discussions at Tusculum, ch.V, cited in On the Good Life, pg. 63) Philosophy, at least in the ancient Roman and Greek world, sought out and addressed itself to the highest and deepest things –‘things in the sky and below the earth’ as Socrates would say. (Apology 19b) And they thought that they could thereby help people overcome debilitating emotions like excessive passion, overcome the fear of death, and reach a sustainable and truly worthwhile kind of happiness. Between the abstract contemplation of the divine, and the practical ordering of the soul, we have two arms of a singular practice, one pointing above and one pointing below. And that, let there be no doubt, is a spiritual practice.


But philosophy is not just a matter of believing what Plato said, or what any other philosopher said. Actually, philosophy does not have a list of ‘beliefs’ at all, which one must accept in order to be a philosopher. Rather, it has a set of methods and skills, by which it asks questions and solves problems. That method is called systematic critical reason. Plato’s discussion of the well-ordered soul is a conclusion he reached by applying that method; it is not a dogmatic statement of faith which the method cannot question. Thus other philosophers, employing the same method, reached different conclusions. So as I search for a pagan philosophy, I am not calling for a wholesale, uncritical revival of the beliefs of ancient philosophers. That would be impossible, and also rather silly. But I am calling for a revival of the orientation, guided by reason, toward the above and the below, for the sake of the health of the soul, and the justice of the body politic. I am convinced that this is a spiritual task, and I hope to convince you too, my friends, that it is so.


The trouble with a project like this one, it seems to me, is not only in the aura of primitivism which still surrounds the word ‘pagan’. It’s also the assumption that a philosophical tradition has to be associated with an institution of some kind to be viable. It’s certainly the case that some of the world’s great systems of thought, like Confucianism, or Judaism, or Vedic Hinduism, achieved greatness because libraries, universities, churches, governments, and similar institutional resources were available to their thinkers. At least since the year 590 CE, when Emperor Justinian ordered the Platonic philosophy schools to close, pagan philosophy had no institutions to foster or protect it. After that time, pagan philosophy, as a distinct tradition of thought, dwindled and disappeared. The philosophers themselves, being only human, within a few generations migrated to other traditions of thought, which could offer them better lodgings. I can’t find it in my heart to condemn them for it.


But ideas don’t need institutions. Ideas only need people. In principle, therefore, ideas can survive and evolve and flourish any place where there are two or more people who can talk to one another. Institutions can help, but they might not be strictly necessary; and ideas might be able to flourish just fine without them. This is because ideas in some sense belong to the world. They can be created, discovered, examined, criticized, developed, and promoted, or in general worked upon in any way, by anyone who can follow the logic. Philosophy and its method belongs to everybody: one could call it the world’s first ‘open source OS’. This book is a history of a family of ideas, born in ancient times, which survived to the present day without the patronage of institutions. Indeed there are three ideas in this family which, it seems to me, consistently emerge as the dominant intellectual themes in any discussion of paganism. Any given philosophy which could be called pagan is a variation of one of these ideas, or a combination of two or all three of them. They are:




•  Pantheism, the idea that the natural world is in some sense the body of a deity, or of several deities; the belief that the world itself bears the immanent presence of the divine. A common variation is called panentheism, which holds that the natural world reveals the presence of the divine and yet the divine is more than just its revelation in the natural world.


•  Neo-Platonism, the idea (derived from Plato and his heirs) that God and the natural world are separate from each other, but that God is an impersonal and impartial force, which can be contemplated by reason as well as by spiritual experience, and which creates the world in an on-going process with no beginning and no end.


•  Humanism, the idea that there’s something special and spiritual about being human; that each human being shares in, or participates in, some kind of divinity; and that we can achieve something like enlightenment, however that might be defined, by means of our own efforts.





These three themes correspond to three great immensities which any system of thought worthy of being called ‘theology’ must confront: the Earth, the Gods, and the Soul. When I speak of pagan philosophy, then, I speak of a philosophy which addresses itself to one or more of these three immensities, and which reasons about these immensities in a unique way, as the course of this narrative shall show.


But can an idea, or family of ideas, which does not possess the support of institutions, flourish as brilliantly and completely as another idea which does possess such support? This is the philosophical-historical question of this book. In a way, I’m using pagan ideas as the case study with which to examine this question. Did that family of pagan ideas not only survive, but also evolve and thrive as a full-fledged developing critical tradition, even without its own churches, schools, and political patronage? Let’s find out!










First Movement: Brainy Barbarians


Before philosophy, there was poetry. Not all poetry is philosophical, of course. But philosophical ideas often appear in poetry. To find a philosophical statement in a poem, or in any kind of narrative literary art, one may need to sort through the deliciously murky waters of metaphor and emotive expression. And it isn’t likely that one will find arguments, counterarguments, and analysis of concepts, as one could expect in a normal philosophical text. Nonetheless, you do often find strongly-expressed propositions, and those propositions can prompt philosophical thinking and discussion. It is probably in poetry that people first expressed their philosophical thoughts in words, and shared them with others.


§ 3. The Wanderer


In an ancient text called the Codex Exoniensis, ‘The Book of Exeter’, we find a large collection of poetry written in Anglo-Saxon, the very oldest form of the English language. The book was donated to the Exeter Cathedral collection by Bishop Leofric of Exeter, in or around the year 1050. Many of its poems are clearly Christian in character, so we cannot assume that the poets whose work appears in its leaves were card-carrying pagans. But neither can we assume that all of them were all fully-converted Christians either. Several of the poems in its pages include direct references to Germanic and Anglo-Saxon pagan mythology, which presuppose that the reader knows a few things about the pagan heroic culture of his or her recent past. For example, a short poem from the book called ‘Deor’ mentions pagan characters such as Weyland the Smith and King Ermanaric. But the best known poem from the book is ‘The Wanderer’. In lines famously paraphrased by JRR Tolkien, ‘The Wanderer’ positively laments the loss of that heroic pagan culture:




Where is the horse gone? Where the rider?


Where the giver of treasure?


Where are the seats at the feast?


Where are the revels in the hall?


Alas for the bright cup!


Alas for the mailed warrior!


Alas for the splendour of the prince!


How that time has passed away,


dark under the cover of night,


as if it had never been! (92a-96b)





Nor are these the only lines where the speaker describes the life of the hero-warrior in Anglo-Saxon England, and how miserable he feels at being thrust out of that way of life. In that very lamentation, ‘The Wanderer’ is one of those rare ancient poems that opens for us the mind of the pagan. We see what was important to him through what he is sorrowful for having lost. Here we find a very thoughtful man, driven by certain unexpected events into exile, far from his clan and kinsmen and the way of life he knew and loved. The opening lines of the poem speak of how solitude brings one into the grace of God, but that one:




…must for a long time


move by hand [i.e. row one’s boat]


along the waterways,


along the ice-cold sea


tread the paths of exile.


Events always go as they must! (3a-5b)





The main character of the poem is apparently an old man, contemplating his past, and also the nature of the world. He describes how important it is to keep one’s unhappy thoughts to oneself, because ‘the weary spirit cannot / withstand fate / nor does a rough or sorrowful mind / do any good.’ (15a-16b) But after a lifetime of concealing his thoughts, he can contain them no longer. It’s the transience of things which aggrieves him the most: not the changing but the passing of things, which saddens him. In this lamentation we find an implied metaphysical proposition, that is, a proposition about the nature of reality and the ways of the world: all things are transitory. This proposition is confirmed in other Anglo-Saxon poems, such as ‘Deor’, which also appears in the Book of Exeter. Deor mentions various historical and mythological events, and then caps them with the refrain ‘þæs ofereode, þisses swa mæg!’ ‘That passed away, this may [pass away] too.’ A favorable comparison may be made with the Persian Sufi proverb about hope, humility, and temperance: ‘This too shall pass.’


‘The Wanderer’ is most philosophical, I think, when the poet contemplates not just his own sad state, but also ‘when I ponder on the whole / life of men / throughout the world.’ That’s a philosophical move! It brings us out of the ordinary and into the realm of the higher and deeper things. The author also asserts a few moral propositions, and also speaks about what it really takes to become wise.




Therefore man


cannot call himself wise, before he has


a share of years in the world.


A wise man must be patient,


He must never be too impulsive


nor too hasty of speech,


nor too weak a warrior


nor too reckless,


nor too fearful, nor too cheerful,


nor too greedy for goods,


nor ever too eager for boasts,


before he sees clearly.


A man must wait


when he speaks oaths,


until the proud-hearted one


sees clearly


whither the intent of his heart


will turn. (64a-72b)





We do not see arguments or explanations or any of the other usual features of philosophical writing in this selection. But we do see strongly asserted propositions, which are the basic building blocks of argumentation. We see them in the manner of presentation, that is, the poet’s use of simple declarative sentences. More than that, we also see these building blocks in the selection’s content, which has to do with ethics. The poet describes some of the character-virtues of the wise man. Such a man, according to the poet here, is patient, strong, well tempered, and self-aware. The poet also asserts that it takes a long time, ‘a share of years in the world’, to acquire these qualities. These are propositions about ethics because they assert the praiseworthiness of certain forms of human life.


Despite the romantic title of the poem, there is no glorification of the ‘lone wolf’ here. This poem was written at a time when people believed that exile was the very worst thing that could happen to anyone. Indeed exile was often used as a punishment for certain criminal offenses, and as such it was considered worse than death. Overall, the poem gives me the impression of a weary old man who lost his home and family for reasons he doesn’t understand, and who needs to unburden himself of his sorrows and find some kind of peace before he dies. In the last lines of the poem, he makes one last moral proposition:




…a warrior must never speak


his grief of his breast too quickly,


unless he already knows the remedy–


a hero must act with courage.


It is better for the one that seeks mercy,


consolation from the father in the heavens,


where, for us, all permanence rests. (112b-115b)





Thus although the last three lines here are generally Christian in character, I trust the pagan character of the previous four lines is clear. A wise man is a man of action: ‘he must act with courage’. And he should look to the gods for help only when he cannot do something about his situation on his own. Most interpreters assume that The Wanderer calls for help from the Christian God. There are, of course, plenty of pagan Father Gods dwelling in the sky who the writer could also be turning to. But suppose that the writer is indeed turning to Christ, instead of to Odin. Still we see that for most of the poem he does so as a pagan would do: for his condition is that of a lonely man seeking companionship, not a sinful man seeking redemption. Only the last three lines of the whole piece are unambiguously Christian.


All these various ideas are presented in the poem (and my interpretation of it) only as propositions, not as arguments. So we are not yet ‘doing philosophy’ in the strict sense of the word. But the propositions concern some of the highest and deepest problems in human life. Thus we certainly do have the beginnings of a philosophy, and that I think is worth acknowledging.


§ 4. The Hávamál, or, The Lay of the High One


Another Germanic text which deserves philosophical attention is The Poetic Edda, also known as The Elder Edda. It is a collection of poems written in Iceland around the twelfth century, although some of the older poems in the collection may have been composed elsewhere in Scandinavia. They cover a wide range of details about the mythology and history of the Germanic people. There’s also a Prose Edda, which covers the same fields, and was written about a century later. These two books are often treated as the core texts of Norse heathen mythology and religion.


Now the most important social and religious event in early European pagan culture was the feast (in Irish, the tarb feis; in old Norse, the Sumbel). A prominent person in the community would invite his friends, associates, relatives, the members of his tribe or his war-band (in Anglo-Saxon, his wer-guild), possibly his debtors and creditors, and certainly any higher-ranking persons who he hoped to impress. A little bit of ritual surrounded the occasion, for instance in the distribution of mead by the lady of the house, and the arrangement of the seating plan. The feast might also include a flyting, a kind of argumentative provocation issued by a figure called the thyle, a spokesperson for the host in matters where the host himself might not want to do the provoking personally. Poems such as those which appear in The Elder Edda would have been recited by professional artists (in Irish, the fili or the bard; in old Norse, the scald). Gifts would be distributed from host to guest, and the guests in turn would swear oaths of loyalty or friendship to the host. And, of course, there was lots of mead-drinking, and offerings to various gods, and boasting of heroic deeds recently done or planned for the near future. The whole point of the heroic feast was to reinforce the cohesion and solidarity of the community, demonstrate the social and economic power of the host, and of course to enjoy the good things in life. With all the eating, drinking, storytelling, debating, boasting, and noise, heroic feasts must have been boisterous affairs! And just to remind you: it is precisely this exuberant and celebratory culture that The Wanderer had lost.


The Hávamál is the best known part of The Elder Edda, and to my eyes it’s the most philosophical. The first four verses (called strophes) describe the arrival of a guest in a feasting-hall, and the uncertainty that the guest might feel:




§1. Have thy eyes about thee when thou enterest,


Be wary alway, be watchful alway,


For one never knoweth when need will be


to meet hidden foe in the hall.





But food and drink and dry clothes and a warm seat by the fire are quickly offered, which diffuses the tension and creates trust. Guest and host can then speak freely to each other. And so the next strophes of the poem attest to the importance of independent thinking, clear speaking, critical observation of one’s situation, and respecting those who are wise, even if only to avoid being counted among the foolish:




§ 5. Of his wit hath need, who widely fareth–


a dull wit will do at home;


a laughingstock he who lacketh words


among smart wits when he sits.







§6. To be bright of brain let no man boast,


But take good heed of his tongue:


The sage and the silent come seldom to grief


as they fare among folk in the hall.


[More faithful friend findest thou never


than shrewd head on thy shoulders.]







§ 7. The wary guest to wassail who comes


listens that he may learn,


opens his ears, casts his eyes about;


thus wards him the wise man ’gainst harm.





With statements like these, so it seems to me, the Hávamál lays the groundwork for a kind of critical rationality, an essential part of philosophical method. Strophes 22-27, for instance, paint a kind of portrait of the ‘unwise man’, whose main fault appears to be a lack of self-knowledge:




§ 22. The ill-minded man who meanly thinks,


flees at both foul and fair;


he does not know, as know he ought,


that he is not free from flaws.





And in addition to these epistemic topics, the Hávamál also advances various claims about ethics. Most of them have to do with the goodness of friendship and generosity, the foolishness of boasting, the moderation of one’s eating and drinking, and the importance of preserving a good reputation. Here are a few examples:




§ 44. If a friend thou hast whom faithful thou deemest,


And wisest to win him for thee:


ope thy heart to him, nor withhold thy gifts,


and fare to find him often.







§ 48 He who giveth gladly, a goodly life leadeth,


and seldom hath he sorrow;


but the churlish wight is chary of all,


and grudgingly parts with his gifts.





Interestingly, there’s a mention of the goodness of having one’s own home, and the wretchedness of exile and loneliness, which reminds me strongly of The Wanderer:




§ 36. One’s home is best, though hut it be,


There a man is master and lord;


Though but two goats thine and a thatched roof,


Tis far better than beg.







§ 47. Young I was once, and went alone,


And wandering lost my way.


When a friend I found, I felt me rich.


Man is cheered by man.





And the Hávamál offers a few statements about what rewards await those who follow its precepts, such as this one:




§ 69. All undone is no one, though at death’s door he lie:


Some with good sons are blessed,


and some with kinsmen, or with coffers full,


and some with deeds well-done.







§ 76. Cattle die and kinsmen die,


Thyself eke soon wilt die;


But fair fame will fade never,


I ween, for him who wins it.





Now I don’t wish to give the impression that the whole poem is philosophical. The strophes from §138 to the end the poem (§165) deal with rune-magic and spellcraft, and we’re out of the realm of philosophy. Moreover, some of the practical advice on human relations is too misogynist for modern eyes. Strophes §83 to §110 offer instructions on how to entice a woman into one’s bed: these instructions portray women as deceitful and untrustworthy, as well as rather gullible. (How the author thought these qualities could exist in the same person, I don’t know.)


This prompts what might be called ‘the problem of reconstruction’. Those who wish to revive certain ancient pagan ideas, or who find inspiration in pagan writings, often land in the difficult position of having to study the sources very selectively, to avoid committing themselves to values or practices that conflict with modern values and practices. No one, or almost no one, treats these texts as untouchable, in the sense that one who edits or alters them risks eternal damnation, even though the words of the Hávamál are said to have come from the Norse god Odin. So such cherry-picking is not, in principle, ethically wrong. But it is certainly epistemically problematic. For if we read certain sources selectively, we can protect our modern values and sensibilities, but we may end up with an improper understanding of those sources. If we don’t cherry-pick the sources, and try to revive their ideas and practices as accurately as possible, then we could lay claim to a more ‘authentic’ revival, if that is one’s aim. But we would likely run afoul of our modern values. This problem is regularly debated by members of the Norse heathen revival community, and to my knowledge there’s no consensus about how to solve it. But the most prevalent response to the problem usually goes like this: we should revive the values, religious practices, ideas, etc., within certain limitations. Those limitations may vary from one individual or local group to another, but they usually involve the rejection of things that our pagan predecessors used to do which clearly have no place in the modern world: honor-killing, misogyny, excessive superstition, and tribal racism, for instance. Some might have stricter limitations: for example, they might reject meat-eating, or wearing synthetic fibers in their clothes. Wherever the line is drawn, it is usually argued that the point of studying these sources is not to uncritically revive everything our pagan predecessors believed. The point of studying them is to be inspired by them, and having been inspired, to live more enlightened and empowered lives today. So let us be honest about what we’re doing. And let us remember Nietzsche’s warning against using history as ‘a storage room for costumes.’ (Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, §223)


§ 5. The Druids


The Celtic speaking societies that lived in western and central Europe in the Bronze and Iron Ages had a class of intellectual professionals called the Druids. Virtually all documented accounts of their organization describe the services Druids performed with reasonable consistency: they were astrologers, magicians, prophets, lawyers, peacemakers, medical doctors, teachers, and sometimes warriors. It is perhaps obligatory to mention that ‘not much is known about the Druids’: this phrase, or something like it, appears in probably every book written about the Druids in the last three hundred years, from the most scholarly academic monogram to the most popular new-age trade paperback. But of the things that are definitely known about the Druids, a consistent theme is that they were philosophers. The Roman observer Strabo wrote that there were three classes of educated persons in Celtic societies:




The Bards composed and sung odes; the Uatis [Ovates] attended to the sacrifices and studied nature; while the Druids studied nature and moral philosophy. So confident are the people in the justice of the Druids that they refer all private and public disputes to them; and these men on many occasions have made peace between armies actually drawn up for battle. (Strabo, Geographica, IV,4)1





Diogenes Laertius also presents the Druids as philosophers, and claims they were just as good at it as their peers in other societies:




Some say that the study of philosophy was of barbarian origin. For the Persians had their Magi, the Babylonians or the Assyrians the Chaldeans, the Indians their Gymnosophists, while the Kelts and the Galatae had seers called Druids and Semnotheoi, or so Aristotle says in the ‘Magic’, and Sotion in the twenty-third book of his ‘Succession of Philosophers’. (Diogenes Laertius, Vitae, Introduction, I,5)





Pomponius Mela wrote that the Druids ‘…profess to know the size and shape of the world, the movements of the heavens and of the stars, and the will of the gods. They teach many things to the nobles of Gaul in a course of instruction lasting as long as twenty years, meeting in secret either in a cave or in secluded dales.’ (Pomponius Mela, De Situ Orbis, III,2,18) I find this fragment interesting as it attributes to the Druids scientific, astronomical, and theological knowledge. It also reminds me of the way Socrates was described as one who ‘busies himself studying things in the sky and below the earth’ (Apology 19b), that is to say, one who studies basically absolutely everything. To Socrates, however, this claim was one of the accusations put against him by his enemies. It implied not a wise man but a blasphemer; one who busies himself studying useless things, or even forbidden things, and who might be a little bit crazy. In that respect the fragment can be compared to the line in Lucan’s Pharsalia, which says of the Druids: ‘To you alone it is given to know the truth about the gods and deities of the sky, or else you alone are ignorant of this truth.’ (Lucan, Pharsalia, I,450-8) This fragment, like many others, affirms the Druidic reputation for expert theological knowledge. Yet there is some irony in this gesture of respect. For Lucan is actually saying the Druids are either in possession of the wisdom of the gods which no one else knows, or else they are entirely barking mad.


Among the best sources of information about the ancient Druids is a war propaganda book written by Julius Caesar entitled The Conquest of Gaul. In it, he describes the role of the Druids as follows:




The Druids officiate at the worship of the gods, regulate public and private sacrifices, and give rulings on all religious questions. Large numbers of young men flock to them for instruction, and they are held in great honour by the people. They act as judges in practically all disputes, whether between tribes or between individuals; when a crime is committed, or a murder takes place, or a dispute arises about an inheritance or a boundary, it is they who adjudicate the matter and appoint the compensation… (Julius Caesar, The Conquest of Gaul, pg. 140)





Some of what Caesar said here is confirmed in other sources: for instance, the Táin Bó Cúailnge, one of Ireland’s great heroic tales, says that ‘he had one hundred studious men learning druid lore from him – that was always the number that Cathbad taught.’ Strabo also wrote that the Druids were called in to handle murder cases. And Cicero, the famous Roman statesman and Stoic philosopher, described meeting a Druid named Divitiatus the Aeduan, who: ‘…claimed to have that knowledge of nature which the Greeks call ‘physiologia’ [natural science, physics], and he used to make predictions, sometimes by means of augury and sometimes by means of conjecture.’ (Cicero, De Divinatione, I,41) So, although Caesar’s book is a work of political propaganda, it’s probably a reliable source of information nonetheless.


From passages like these, it’s safe to infer that the Druids were the educated and intellectual class of their society. In further support of this, we also know from other fragments that the Druids held annual conferences to discuss matters of interest to them, just as modern university professors attend academic conferences today. One such meeting was described in the story of the Táin Bó Cúailnge, where the aim of the meeting was to reach a consensus about the content of the story itself. Another, as described by Caesar, took place in a holy site in the territory of the Carnutes, a Gaulish tribe; anecdotal evidence suggests that the actual site of the meeting is now the site of Chartres Cathedral. But, alas, history has not bequeathed to us the minutes of those meetings.


Well then, if the Druids were such great thinkers, what were their thoughts? On this point, the classical sources leave us only scraps and fragments. But piecing them together is no less fruitful a task than, say, piecing together the fragments of Pythagoras, Heraclitus, and a dozen other early Greek philosophers who are studied respectfully in universities around the world. Several of the Roman and Greek writers drew parallels between Druidic and Pythagorean thinking. Hyppolytus, for instance, wrote that:




…the Keltic Druids applied themselves thoroughly to the Pythagorean philosophy, being urged to this pursuit by Zamolxis, the slave of Pythagoras, a Thracian by birth, who came to those parts after the death of Pythagoras, and gave them opportunity of studying the system. And the Kelts believe in their Druids as seers and prophets because they can foretell certain events by the Pythagorean reckoning and calculations. (Hyppolitus, Philosophumena, I,XXV)





Clement of Alexandria went so far as to claim that the direction of influence was the other way around, and that Pythagoras learned his letters from the Druids:




Alexander, in his book On the Pythagorean Symbols, relates that Pythagoras was a pupil of Nazaratus the Assyrian…and will have it that, in addition to these, Pythagoras was a hearer of the Galatae [the Celts of Galatia] and the Brahmins…Thus philosophy, a science of the highest utility, flourished in antiquity among the barbarians, shedding its light over the nations. And afterwards it came to Greece. (Clement of Alexandria, Stromata, I,XV,70,3)





Although this parallel with Pythagoras is attested in more sources than just these examples, it does not necessarily follow that all Druidic thinking was Pythagorean. Historian Stuart Piggott speculated that the comparison was probably drawn to make Druidic thinking, otherwise radically different from Roman thinking, easier for Roman audiences to understand. It was not a perfect fit, but it was the nearest fit. (Piggott, The Druids, pg. 114)


Given that all our primary sources are fragments like these, how much can be known with certainty about ancient Druidic philosophical thinking? The subject-matter of Druidic thinking is made fairly clear: it covers mostly natural science, mathematics, astronomy, theology, and ethics. If they inherited anything from their Neolithic predecessors, whose monuments can be found everywhere in the traditional Celtic territory, then they would have been expert timekeepers and calendar makers. An artifact called the Coligny Calendar, attributed to Druidic manufacture by archaeologists, attests to this likelihood. Some literary fragments state that they count the seasons by nights instead of by days, and months starting on the sixth day of the moon – again, suggesting a Druidic interest in timekeeping. A number of other literary fragments (not included here just to save space) suggest the Druids had expert knowledge of the medicinal properties of various plants, and that they studied their possible magical qualities too.


We also know the Druids were interested in moral philosophy. For instance, here’s Diogenes Laertius again: ‘They say the Gymnosophists and Druids make their pronouncements by means of riddles and dark sayings, teaching that the gods must be worshipped, and no evil done, and manly [honourable] behaviour maintained.’ (Diogenes Laertius, Vitae, Introduction, I,5) But aside from this single fragment, the Classical sources have nothing at all to say about the content of Druidic moral teaching. And in most other fields where the Druids apparently had an interest, such as astronomy and mathematics, we are shown almost nothing of the content of their beliefs, or the arguments they advanced in favor of them. Such is the lot of those who compete with the philosophers of big empires, and lose.


One teaching, however, looms very large in the fragments: the doctrine of the immortality of the soul. Ammianus Marcellinus wrote: ‘Between them [the Bards and Ovates] came the Druids, men of greater talent, members of the intimate fellowship of the Pythagorean faith; they were up-lifted by searchings into secret and sublime things, and with grand contempt for mortal lot they professed the immortality of the soul.’ (Ammianus Marcellinus, Works, XV,9,4-8) Lucan, in a poetic fragment, wrote: ‘And it is you who say that the shades of the dead seek not the silent land of Erebus and the pale halls of Pluto; rather, you tell us that the same spirit has a body again elsewhere, and that death, if what you sing is true, is but the mid-point of long life.’ (Lucan, Pharsalia, I, 450-8) Diodorus Siculus wrote: ‘The Pythagorean doctrine prevails among them (the Gauls), teaching that the souls of men are immortal and live again for a fixed number of years inhabited in another body…’ (Diodorus Siculus, Histories, V.28) Julius Caesar provides probably the best description of the Druidic doctrine of immortality:




A lesson which they [the Druids] take particular pains to inculcate is that the soul does not perish, but after death passes from one body to another; they think that this is the best incentive to bravery, because it teaches men to disregard the terrors of death. They also hold long discussions about the heavenly bodies and their movements, the size of the universe and of the earth, the physical constitution of the world, and the power and properties of the gods; and they instruct the young men in all these subjects. (Caesar, The Conquest of Gaul, pg. 141)





Although this teaching is very prominent in almost all the primary sources, none of those sources provide arguments for it. And this is perhaps hardly surprising, as the classical authors were writing reports on Druidic ideas for anthropological or propaganda purposes. They were not engaging the Druids in a debate between equals. This is a disadvantage because these fragments alone do not constitute a philosophy ‘proper’, although, like the ideas expressed by the unknown author of ‘The Wanderer’, they do constitute the beginning of philosophy. This shortage of information has also allowed just about anyone to create their own arguments upon similar themes, and then retroactively attribute them to the ancient Druids, in order to paint those ideas in the glamour of an ancient heritage. For better or worse.


Another main problem with studying the philosophy of the Druids is that for every quotation that depicts them as wise and learned intellectuals, perhaps in possession of an ancient gnomic wisdom, there’s another quotation which depicts them as screaming bloodthirsty madmen. There’s Julius Caesar’s account of the famous Wicker Man, in which the Druids ritually propitiate the gods and avert natural disasters by building a giant wicker effigy, stuffing it full of living people, and setting it on fire. Condemned criminals were the preferred victims: ‘but when they run short of criminals, they do not hesitate to make up with innocent men.’ (Caesar, The Conquest of Gaul, pg. 141-2) Tacitus wrote that the Druids ‘deemed it, indeed, a duty to cover their altars with the blood of captives and to consult their deities through human entrails.’ (Tacitus, Annals, XIV, 30) Even if these statements served Roman propaganda purposes, still they should not be dismissed. Indeed much archaeological evidence supports them. Human bodies, preserved in peat bogs, have been discovered all over Western Europe, bearing various signs of ritual murder. The most famous of them is the Lindow Man, who was killed in three different ways: strangulation, blunt force trauma to the head, and drowning. The ‘problem of reconstruction’, which I mentioned in the discussion of the Hávamál, also affects those who wish to revive Celtic pagan values and practices. For no one in the modern Celtic pagan community is seriously committed to reviving the practice of human sacrifice. And the solution has turned out to be broadly similar: revive the values and practices of the ‘old ways’ but within certain limits. And while there is no consensus about exactly where those limits should be, the principle is mostly the same.
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